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Abstract  
 
 
Terrorism continues to significantly affect people throughout the world.  
Research of perceptions of terrorism and the threat it poses has focused on 
cities where terrorism has taken place and such studies generally focus on 
psychological stress.  A smaller domain of research has studied indirectly 
affected populations.  This research is particularly important as very few cities in 
the world witness terrorism on its streets yet people everywhere feel the affects.  
Indeed, it is the nature of terrorism to have an impact on a target audience 
outside of the victims of terrorist violence.  Cities in the same country where 
terrorists have struck are also potential targets and people in these cities 
experience many of the impacts.  But what of people in cities geographically 
distant to terrorism?  In a world where mass communication and transport 
continues to ‘shrink time and space’ the impact of terrorist violence is likely to 
be significant in distant locations.  This is the case in Melbourne.  In a city that 
lies 16614 kilometers from New York and 16762 kilometers from London this 
research has found that people experience an acute awareness of terrorism 
and the threat it poses.  Interviews conducted on December 5, 2004 in a retail 
organisation in inner city Melbourne are presented.  The outcomes are alarming 
and demonstrate the impact of terrorism far from the death and destruction.   
 
 
Keywords:  Terrorism; indirectly affected populations; perceptions; media. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 
The very nature of terrorism is to have a significant and lasting impact on people who 
are not killed, maimed, or injured in an attack.  To impact on a wider population is the 
intention of terrorists , and a measure of its success as a tactic.  The destruction and 
the death following terrorist attacks are not the purpose; the fear and the dread instilled 
are the terrorists greatest weapon.  As Jenkins (1987: 583) famously argues, terrorists 
‘want a lot of people watching not a lot of people dead’.  Researchers have examined 
this phenomenon predominantly from a psychological perspective in cities where a 
significant act of terrorism has occurred.  A smaller domain of research has examined 
the affects of terrorism on people in other cities; in indirectly affected populations.  The 
later is conducted mostly in close geographical proximity to cities that have been 
targeted.  What is needed is a better understanding of the impacts in geographically 
distant locations.  The majority of people in major cities witness terrorism from a 
distance but are certainly not immune to the negative consequences.  In this paper the 
indirectly affected population is examined through a case study of Melbourne.  It is 
found that terrorism can have significant impacts in locations distant from terrorist 
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violence.  So-called multicultural Melbourne may be becoming a frontier of excessive 
fear and discrimination directed against Muslim and Arab Australians.    
 
 
The Reach of Terrorism 
 
 
Terrorism has a devastating psychological impact in cities where it occurs.  The large 
scale of terrorism on and since September 11, 2001, and the ease with which 
information is communicated through the media and the world wide web makes the 
present wave of terrorism one that affects the world in new and profound ways.  In 
particular, acts of terrorism have rarely had such distant impact from the point at which 
the violence is perpetrated.  Physical distance, however, no longer poses the 
restrictions it once did and people throughout the world, including those in New York, 
Madrid and London, witnessed the spectacle of terrorism the same way as people in 
distant cities; on television (Barnett, 2002: 249).   
 
 
Indirectly Affected Populations 
 
 
A study amongst university students was conducted in Boston in the weeks following 
September 11 that focused on anxiety and coping strategies (Liverant, Hoffman & Litz, 
2004).  One hundred and seventy-eight psychology students were studied at two time 
intervals; two and four months following the September 11.  Liverant et al. (2004) 
concluded that despite geographical and temporal distance between the September 11 
attacks and the participants, severe psychological impacts were evident.  Respondents 
held significantly changed perceptions of their security and of threats of future harm.  
Others reported feelings of anxiety and anger.  For the respondents in this study 
terrorism disrupts core beliefs and the underlying assumptions of safety that people in 
nations such as the United States often have (Liverant et al., 2004).  These impacts 
were found to diminish over time. 
 
‘(M)aladaptive’ coping strategies were detected and were closely linked to anxiety 
levels.  These strategies included behavioural disengagement, anti-social activities, 
and denial (Liverant et al., 2004: 136).  Feelings of hopelessness make people vent 
their emotions.  Often in the aftermath of terrorism, such venting will targeted the racial 
and religious groups that the attackers were perceived to belong.  According to Freyd 
(2002) anger directed at people perceived to be Muslims has occurred on many 
occasions following September 11.  Interpersonal distance, where there is a personal 
affiliation between the victims and the respondent, was an important factor in feelings 
of stress and anxiety.  Respondents who knew somebody injured or killed, or knew 
someone who had experienced loss as a result of the attacks, were more likely to 
experience stress, anxiety and engage in maladaptive coping strategies (Liverant et al., 
2004: 136). 
 
The concept of ‘indirectly affected populations’ is operationalised in a variety of ways.  
Often it merely constitutes non-presence and viewing the violence through the media.  
Liverant et al. (2004) acknowledges alternative definitions, such as those emphasising 
interpersonal distance, but affirms the importance of researching populations that are 
geographically distant.  Previous research has found that increased geographical 
distance from a terrorist attack will decrease the likelihood of adverse reactions in a 
victimised population.   
 
Pfefferbaum and colleagues (2000) examine the Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD) symptoms in grade six students in regions not exceeding 100 miles from the 
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Oklahoma City bombing in 1995.  The respondents had no direct physical exposure nor 
did they know anybody injured or killed in the attacks.  The study, conducted two years 
following the bombings, examined functionality, PTSD symptoms, and general 
exposure.  Of the 69 participants 13 per cent exhibited no symptoms of PTSD, 29 per 
cent had low or few symptoms, 37 per cent experienced moderate symptoms, and 20 
per cent reported significant symptoms.  Most did not exhibit evidence of reduced 
functioning although 19 per cent reported some difficulty (Pfefferbaum et al., 2000: 
361-362).   
 
The most significant findings from this research were the predictors for those who were 
most effected.  The most acutely affected by the Oklahoma City bombing were those 
who were most exposed to media coverage of the violence.  Additionally, those who 
continued to be exposed to media coverage of terrorism and bombings over the 
following two years were similarly affected.  A second predictor related to respondents 
who, whilst not knowing anybody killed or injured, had a friend who knew people who 
were killed or injured.  This is referred to as indirect interpersonal exposure and 
resulted in more acute PTSD symptoms and more impaired functionality (Pfefferbaum 
et al., 2000: 365).  Of the 41 per cent who knew somebody that had an injured or killed 
friend or relative, a significant increase in reported PTSD symptoms were measured as 
was a significant decrease in functionality.   
 
Schuster and colleagues (2001) examines the impact of the September 11 attacks on 
the stress levels of people in distant locations.  Five hundred and sixty adults in the 
United States were surveyed for their perceptions of terrorism and their children’s 
perceptions. Forty-four per cent reported one or more significant symptom of stress 
and 90 per cent had one or more stress symptom to some degree.  Ninety-eight per 
cent coped by talking to others, 90 per cent turned to religion, 60 per cent participated 
in group work and activities and 36 per cent donated to the recovery effort.  Eighty-four 
per cent of adults reported that they or another adult in their house spoke to their 
children for more than an hour about the attacks and 34 per cent prevented their 
children from watching excessive amounts of television.  Parents reported their children 
having one or more stress symptoms (34 per cent) and believed their children were 
worried about the safety of themselves and their families (47 per cent).  According to 
Stark (2006), ‘Television images of death, destruction and violence are creating a 
generation of anxious children worried about contracting deadly diseases and being 
killed by terrorists’.  In a study involving 989 Australian children, 39% are concerned 
about terrorism.  According to Tucci (in Stark, 2006), television brings terrorist violence 
into the living room.  Schuster et al. (2001: 1507-1508) concluded that after acts of 
terrorism, clinicians in areas large distances from the attack should be prepared for 
both adult and child patients exhibiting substantial stress symptoms. 
 
Schuster et al. (2001) believes perceptions of terrorism are attributed to media 
coverage and interpersonal distance to the victims.  According to Schuster et al. (2001: 
1508); 
 
Television coverage was immediate, graphic, and pervasive.  Newscasts included 
remarkable video footage showing two airplanes crashing into the World Trade 
Center and the aftermath of four airplane crashes.  People who are present at a 
traumatic event often have symptoms of stress, but there is evidence that adults 
and children need not be present to have stress symptoms, especially if they 
consider themselves similar to the victims.  The events of September 11 were 
widely described as attacks on America, and most or all Americans may have 
identified with the victims or perceived the attacks as directed against themselves. 
 
Not only were these attacks framed as attacks on all Americans but attacks on all free 
people.  This clear identification of the perpetrators as representing the anti-thesis of 
 4
our way of life makes September 11 an attack on anyone who chooses to watch and 
perceive affiliations with the city and people of New York. 
 
 
Hindrances to Perceiving Terrorism 
 
 
In order to understand and combat terrorism it must be defined.  Hoffman (in Whitaker, 
2001: 5-10) identifies three hindrances to an effective definition; the media, the 
changing use of the term, and the language of terrorism.  Media characterisations of 
terrorism, where journalists attempt to communicate difficult subject matter with limited 
‘airtime’ or ‘print space’, sensationalise the threat.  This has resulted in many acts 
labeled terrorism dubiously.  According to Hoffman (in Whitaker, 2001: 5); 
 
…such disparate acts as the bombing of a building, the assassination of a head of 
state, the massacre of civilians by a military unit, the poisoning of produce on 
supermarket shelves or the deliberate contamination of over-the-counter medication 
in a chemist’s shop all described as incidents of terrorism. 
  
The media will use the word ‘terrorism’ as often as possible to spark an emotional 
response from media consumers.  The media in Australia, especially commercial 
media that is highly dependant on advertising revenue, are highly culpable in 
sensationalising terrorism and creating a public that over-perceives the threat.  The 
threat of terrorism in Australia is very low yet research suggests that many Australians 
hold a ‘general assumption’ that terrorism is highly likely (Michaelsen, 2005: 330).   
 
Second, the usage of the term ‘terrorism’ has changed over time.  In the post World 
War II era, terrorism was used to describe indigenous, nationalist and anti-colonialist 
revolutionary and insurgent groups that operated in Asia, Africa and the Middle East.  
As such, the independence struggles in Kenya, Israel, Cyprus, and Algeria are 
attributable to ‘terrorism’.  During this time ‘the politically correct appellation of “freedom 
fighters”’ was used to describe those fighting against an occupying presence (Hoffman 
in Whitaker, 2001: 6).  In the 1960s and 1970s terrorism retained its revolutionary 
connotations and was expanded to include groups acting outside of the boundaries of 
one state such as the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and the Basque separatist groups.  
In the 1980s it was seen in the United States as part of a ‘global conspiracy’ against 
‘the West’ (Hoffman in Whitaker, 2001: 6) and manifested often as aircraft hijackings 
and kidnappings (St. John, 1991).  More recently, terrorism is associated with Islamic 
fundamentalism.  The Iranian revolution in 1979 created a home base for fanaticism 
and the defeat of the Soviet Union in Afghanistan created a highly skilled and battle 
hardened army from which al-Qaeda spawned (Palmer et al. 2005). 
 
The concept of terrorism, until very recently meant very little to Australians.  It was (and 
is) a distant threat to which many gave no thought.  It was not a policy concern for 
government or business.  As colleagues frequently point out, however, terrorism has 
occurred in Australia on a number of occasions.  The most notable was at the Hilton 
Hotel in Sydney in 1978 when a bomb placed in a rubbish bin near the hotels’ entrance 
at George Street detonated killing two council workers and a police officer (Hocking, 
2004: 83).  The bomb coincided with the Commonwealth Heads of Government 
Regional Meeting (CHOGRM) that was commencing that day.  The Hotel housed 
several delegates.  Following the attack it was quickly characterised by the security 
community and politicians as the first act of terrorism in Australia (Hocking, 2004: 101).  
Ignored were the various incidents of terrorism in the Yugoslavian community and other 
acts associated with the Indian High Commission, and the Family Court.  A report on 
terrorism and the threat to Australia, the Protective Security Review, prepared by 
Justice Hope and released in 1979 argued that international terrorism potentially posed 
a threat to Australia ‘in response to foreign issues’ (Hocking, 2004: 113).   
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The third hindrance is the terms’ semantic and political usage.  The negative 
connotations associated with ‘terrorism’ have made the term a method through which 
one can discredit and delegitimise any group with whom one disagrees.  Equal 
importance is placed on creating positive descriptions of one’s own violent actions.  
Non-state groups choose names containing ‘liberation’ and ‘revolution’, and describe 
themselves as ‘armies’ to invoke positive responses from observers (Hoffman in 
Whitaker, 2001: 6-10).  Similarly, governments describe their actions as ‘capture’ 
instead of kidnap, ‘pre-emptive strike’ instead of attack, and ‘coerce’ rather than 
threaten or torture.  Some governments use terms such as ‘collateral damage’ and 
‘coercive interrogation’ which includes sensory deprivation, a particularly damaging 
form of psychological torture.  Australian military supporters argue that Western 
governments engage in ‘psy-ops’ whereas enemy states and groups engage in 
‘propaganda’.  
 
 
Terrorism in Perception 
 
 
Many Australians have definite ideas of what terrorism is.  These ideas revolve around 
the most recent manifestations of terrorist violence.  The attacks in New York and 
London in particular, have attached to the psyche of Melburnians, a city that has 
specifically been mentioned in al-Qaeda communiqués and the host of a major world 
sporting event in March 2006; The Commonwealth Games.  Many people, as such, 
perceive the threat of terrorism to Melbourne to be high.  This, coupled with some 
“expert” and political commentary creates further fear and anxiety.  Michael Roach, 
formerly of ASIO and a prolific security expert has stated that terrorism is a matter of 
‘when not if’ (Roach in ABC 2005).  This view has been echoed by Victorian Police 
Assistant Commissioner, Simon Overland.  The perceptions of the public have many 
damaging social outcomes and changes the way people work, think and live (Burke 
2005: 11). 
 
 
Methods and Research 
 
 
Interviews were carried out in Melbourne between December 2004 and December 
2005.  The respondents were chosen using purposive sampling from organisations that 
are located in prominent areas in inner city Melbourne.  In total, 55 in-depth interviews 
were conducted with men and women across six organisations.  Presented here is 
information collected from six people employed in a retail firm in a prominent shopping 
strip in the central business district.  The methodology is a hermeneutic 
phenomenology and attempts to capture a moment in time and space in understanding 
perceptions of terrorism in Melbourne.  The findings represent the opinions of a small 
number of people and, as such, are not generalisable across the population of 
Melbourne. 
 
The interviews revealed expressions of fear and intense anxiety, of discrimination and 
hostility directed towards people perceived to be Muslim, and cultural change both at 
work and in daily life (see Howie 2005; Howie 2006).  This may appear incongruent 
given Melbourne, and indeed Australia, has never been the stage for a significant act of 
terrorism.  However, the two attacks in Bali, whilst occurring in another nation, were a 
continuing reminder of the terrorist threat in our region.  Many consider the attack on 
what is a favourite location for Australian tourists as momentous, and analogous to a 
direct attack on Australian soil.  This combined with the attack at the Australian 
Embassy in Jakarta is proof for most that terrorism is a direct and constant threat.  
Some Melburnians feel deeply affected by the London and Bali bombings (Wockner & 
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Dunn 2005: 5; Mitchell 2005: 23).  Undoubtedly this is due to the massive amount of 
media each attack received but also due to the indirect interpersonal distance between 
the victims and the population of Melbourne.  Many Australians share personal 
accounts of friends who were in London on July 7, or of holiday makers in Bali who had 
celebrated at Padi’s Bar and the Sari Club on the evening before the Bali bombings.  
Severely injured in the Bali attack was Australian Rules professional footballer, Jason 
McCartney.  His injuries and subsequent autobiography touched the sports-mad 
Melbourne population in a profound and unprecedented manner. 
 
On this first day of interviewing respondents were asked to list five incidences of 
terrorism in the order they think of them.  Invariably September 11 is the event most 
recalled.  Second is the Bali bombings of October 12, 2003.  Apart from these two 
terrorist acts there appears to be confusion.  “Robert”, a retail employee recalls 
something about an attack at the Olympic Games in the 70’s.  “Graham”, a retail 
manager notes the attacks by the IRA and how many groups are violently anti-
government.  More than anything else September 11 is the event by which perceptions 
of terrorism are formed (Graham and Robert, retail manager and retail employee, 
December 5, 2004).  
 
I think September 11 definitely brought it to the forefront but other than that, it 
(terrorism) didn’t mean anything to us because, it is almost just because it wasn’t 
used as often (before September 11).  They spoke about it as much, but it didn’t 
mean as much to us.  That’s what it did for a lot a people.  It’s brought it right to the 
forefront as a problem yet it’s been a problem for a hundred years   
    (Robert, retail employee, December 5, 2004). 
 
September 11 provided meaning to the concept of ‘terrorism’.  It did not create 
terrorism as a phenomenon for this respondent.   
 
 
Cultural Dissonance 
 
 
For the Melburnians who participated in this research terrorism is a cultural issue in its 
very essence.  They believe that terrorism arises from cultural difference, and impinges 
upon any culture it chooses to disrupt.  With the far reach of the spectacle of terrorism 
through the image, this cultural impinging is not limited to cities close to terrorist 
violence.  As Robert (retail employee, December 5, 2004) believes; ‘Terrorism 
is…someone who wants to affect the way that we live as a culture and live as a 
society…someone who necessarily disagrees with my cultural views and wants to do 
their best to disrupt that’.  This description of a terrorist as someone who disagrees with 
my cultural views is a personalisation of the threat for this respondent.  When asked to 
clarify his response, the respondent replied; 
 
Robert: A different nationality, other than Australian.  A different religion.  
Howie: A different religion? 
Robert: I mean (different) to Christianity, of course.  Usually Islamic.  Has a hatred 
of all Western society.  Its part of their culture.  It’s what they want.  When they 
come over here, they still do it (wear the hijab).  It’s just a different point of view. 
Howie: So, it’s a big cultural issue.  
Robert: That’s the way I definitely see it.   
(Robert, retail employee, December 5, 2004). 
 
Both the personalisation of the threat and perceptions of religion play a significant role 
for some interviewees in understanding terrorism and the threat it poses to Melbourne.  
In a city renowned for its multiculturalism, tolerance, and livability, terrorism is having 
an erosive affect.  In a report to the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 
in April 2004 by Poynting and Noble (2004) it was found that Arab and Muslim 
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Australians live with significant racism and discrimination in their daily lives.  Of the 186 
respondents from Melbourne and Sydney’s Arab and Muslim communities, two-thirds 
had personally experienced an increase in racism since September 11 and only one-
fifth of the respondents reported no increase in racism.  Interestingly, 93% of 
respondents believed that their community were now more targeted by racism, violence 
and abuse and 64% believe that this was best represented as ‘a lot more’ (Poynting & 
Noble, 2004: 6).  This suggests that for the Muslim and Arab Australians surveyed, 
discrimination since September 11 is de-personalised in that it is less reflected in their 
personal lives than it is perceived to be in their communities.    
 
There is considerable evidence from these interviews that discrimination does occur in 
Melbourne.  The following discussion takes place between Robert and myself; 
 
Robert: It’s like, also another bad thing to say, a horrible thing to say, but you look 
at aboriginals and I know for me, I class them as a certain type of people.  Yet I 
know when I look at people who may look of an Islamic or Muslim faith and that sort 
of stuff, I class them as a type of people now.   
Howie: It’s funny that they probably only have to look like they are Muslim. 
Robert: Exactly, and it may be that they are as Aussie as you or I but at the same 
time if they look a certain way, I judge them straight away.  I don’t consciously think 
about it. I don’t remember any specific thing I have ever thought to myself but in my 
conscience I know it’s there.  Just thinking about it now.  It comes to mind now.  I 
know I must think it whenever I see them 
     (Robert, retail employee, December 5, 2004). 
 
Robert’s manager at this retail firm, Graham, holds similar perceptions along with many 
of their colleagues.  According to Graham, he is not alone in his views and he 
perceived that he is more moderate than his staff. 
 
We would have in depth conversations about what happened in September 11.  We 
would talk about what’s happening over in the Middle East and they would have the 
same reactions… I thought I kept a medium kind of take on the whole situation. 
These guys were just completely ‘I hate them’.  If I see them, probably nine times 
out of ten a Muslim walked into the store and we wouldn’t serve them just based on 
the fact that they were Muslim and they looked like they were up to something.  But 
that’s how people were  (Emphasis added) 
       (Graham, retail manager, December 5, 2004). 
 
Another respondent in the same organisation similarly explains the different view she 
had of people after September 11; 
 
Patricia: (I held) a different view of the people that walked in.  It’s not something that 
I deliberately took upon myself to view people as.  But it’s just little messages that 
come through the media that it (terrorism) is possible.   
Howie: And this in the heart of Melbourne. 
Patricia: Exactly.  And the Western suburbs of Melbourne too.  And it is an area with 
a lot of Muslim and Eastern European people and you can’t help it.  I’m sorry.  You 
can help it but at the same time you instantly (pause).  You don’t look at people and 
think that they are going to commit a terrorist act but you class them as a certain 
type of people which is totally wrong to do.  It really is. 
     (Patricia, retail employee, December 5, 2004).  
 
According to Freyd (2002: 5), in the wake of September 11, ‘Hatred May Mask Fear’, 
Racist and discriminatory responses to terrorism are most likely stress related and 
response is based on the ‘fight or flight’ behavioural principle.  When flight is not an 
option, as is the case when faced with the threat of terrorism, ‘identifying and hating an 
enemy’ is utilised as a coping strategy (Freyd, 2002: 5).  Freyd (2002: 5) notes; 
 
Surely we know that all Arabs or all Muslims are no more responsible for the horrific 
tragedy than are all Irish or all Christians responsible for terrorism in Northern 
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Ireland.  Surely we do not want to repeat acts reminiscent of our own history of 
severely mistreating innocent Japanese Americans during World War II.  Surely we 
do not want to engage in the same sort of racism and hatred of innocent people that 
we find so abhorrent in other lands. 
 
This is precisely the dual perception held by these respondents.  They say they feel a 
certain way when they see someone they perceive to be Muslim, and they 
acknowledge that it is wrong.  What may seem to some to be an irrational 
generalisation and evidence of racism and xenophobia, is justified by these 
respondents with reference to media images as sources of their perceptions. 
 
Many respondents explain the influence the media has on their perceptions of 
terrorism.  Graham describes how the messages he gets from the media allow him to 
build a stereotype to fear and, when discussing potential targets of terrorists in 
Australia, he is careful to build publicity considerations into his discussion; 
 
I thought it would strike the major cities like Sydney or Melbourne.  I would say I 
would think if they were to do something in Sydney maybe like a big sporting venue.  
For example the Commonwealth Games are coming up now.  They are going to get 
a big television coverage.  If that was going to happen.  Sydney I thought something 
was going to happen at the Sydney Olympics   
     (Graham, retail manager, December 5, 2004). 
 
Robert responds in a fascinating manner when questioned on where he gets 
information about terrorism; 
 
Network news; Channel 9.  Channel 9, channel 10, the commercial television 
stations and commercial newspapers as well.  Not so much independent 
publishing’s and broadcasts as such.  Only, because it is not something that I seek 
out, it is what is readily available to me.  And the most readily available is where I 
gain most of my information from so, it is not the most reliable source but at the 
same time it’s all have to go by really. 
 
He gets information from the commercial networks because they are easily accessible 
and not because he perceives they provide a high quality of information.   
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 
In this paper, Melbourne is the location of a case study analysis of responses to 
perceptions of terrorism.  An appraisal of three key studies of indirectly affected 
populations is offered.  These studies found that terrorism has a considerable 
psychological impact beyond cities where the violence occurs.  In these studies it is 
argued that images of terrorism in the media are a key cause.  In interviews conducted 
in a retail organisation in inner city it is found that in addition to psychological impacts 
there are significant cultural impacts.  In particular, there is evidence to suggest that 
terrorism is personalised and this has manifested in discriminatory and racist attitudes 
in those interviewed.  Most notably these respondents believe that the media plays a 
significant role in their terrorism perceptions.  This is a difficult time for people in all 
Australia’s major cities.  Melbourne, once the archetype of a flourishing multicultural 
city, may be beginning to change into a city burdened with a sub-culture of fear, 
intolerance, and over reactions in the face of the terrorist threat.       
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